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John N. Gardner Institute for Excellence in Undergraduate Education, Stony Brook University
To help students become metacognitive learners, faculty should first consider their own
metacognition and the role that plays in their courses. Faculty who take a metacognitive
approach to their instruction are aware of their own teaching practices and purpose, and they
have an awareness of student engagement and learning and are willing to adapt based on
that knowledge (Scharff, 2015). While faculty are often metacognitive in their own discipline,
these approaches are not always transferred to teaching (Tanner, 2012). This piece focuses
on strategies and approaches faculty can take to use metacognition to reflect on their own
teaching practice.

Many undergraduate courses and curricula are designed with the intent of
fostering critical and self-directed thinking and learning. To accomplish this, faculty
across disciplines are increasingly drawn to metacognitive teaching and learning
practices, which often can be adapted and used in courses of all types and
modalities. Compared to a learning styles approach, which often focuses on one
discrete form of learning, metacognition is adaptable, and considers awareness
of thinking and learning as well as the control necessary to make changes to the
ways in which one thinks and learns (Girash, 2014). Specifically, metacognition
involves becoming aware of and taking control of one’s knowledge and
understanding. In other words, students who are metacognitive are aware of gaps
in their understanding, and they are willing to seek out resources or strategies
that will help them fill these gaps. Metacognitive students are also more likely
to plan, monitor, and evaluate strategies they use to learn, and they adapt these
strategies based on the specific learning environment and/or subject (Steiner &
Foote, 2017).
To help students become metacognitive learners, faculty should first consider
their own metacognition and the role that plays in their courses. Faculty who
take a metacognitive approach to their instruction have an awareness of their
own teaching practices and purpose, but at the same time, they are also aware
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of student engagement and learning and are willing to adapt based on that
awareness (Scharff, 2015). While faculty are often metacognitive in their own
discipline, these approaches are not always transferred to teaching (Tanner,
2012). The purpose of this piece is to introduce strategies and approaches faculty
and staff can take to incorporate metacognition into their courses, as well as
approaches to becoming more metacognitive in their own teaching practice.

Metacognition and Teaching
Often a first step in becoming metacognitive in one’s teaching practice is
to examine opportunities to engage students in before, during, and after
class activities and assignments to practice and strengthen their personal
metacognition. While not exhaustive, the examples in this section are all
forms of small teaching—meaning they are exercises and activities that can
be incorporated, in small ways, in existing course content and in any learning
environment (Lang, 2016), including different modes and modalities, and
discipline. Though I come from an education background, these techniques can be
useful to anyone teaching students across disciplines and regardless of course size
and modality.
1. Pre-assessments to prompt examination of initial thinking - These are
activities or assignments that help students begin to think about a concept
or idea and what they know about it before they are formally introduced to
it (Gunskey & McTighe, 2016).
2. 1-Minute Papers and Muddiest point responses (and other forms of
Classroom Assessment Techniques or CATS) - These are techniques that
help students identify information and ideas that are unclear to them
(Center for Teaching, n.d.).
3. “Just in Time Teaching” (JiTT) strategies, such as:
a. WarmUps – WarmUps involve asking students to respond to a few
questions online before a class meeting (“What do you know about
_____?”). The objective of this activity is to prompt students to be ready
to engage in class, but at the same time, the student responses to the
online questions help instructors gauge students’ understanding of a
topic, concept, or idea.
b. GoodFors – These are short online writing assignments, that are
completed before class, that ask students to relate a topic, concept, or
idea to the real world (“What is ____ good for?”). This activity can help
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students begin to see a personal connection to what they are learning in
the course, and at the same time, this activity helps them be prepared
to talk about the concept or idea in class. The Education Resource Center
at Carleton College maintains a website of various disciplinary examples
of GoodFors, as well as other JiTT activities at https://serc.carleton.edu/
introgeo/justintime/extending-jitt.html.
4. Exam or assignment wrappers can help students to practice the type
of self-reflection necessary to become a metacognitive learner. Exam
and assignment wrappers are completed immediately after a student
submits an exam or assignment, and they ask students to reflect on what,
specifically, they did to prepare for the exam or assignment, how much
time they dedicated to studying or completing the assignment, what they
would do differently or the same in preparation for the next assignment
or exam, and what they predict their grade will be on the exam or
assignment. Wrappers are often returned to students just before they take
their next exam or complete the next assignment (Lovett, 2013).   

Metacognitive Teaching
Next, to move toward metacognitive teaching, faculty members can explore
opportunities to engage in forms of thinking and reflection that produce their
own metacognitive awareness. Tanner (2012) suggests that faculty develop a
“metacognitive stance” (p. 117) about their teaching, meaning, they should think
about how they think about teaching. One way to do this, might involve using the
phases of the self-regulated learning cycle (Zimmerman, 2001) to reflect on the
different aspects of course planning, monitoring, and evaluating. The reflective
questions in this section have been informed by Tanner (2012).

Planning
As faculty plan courses and individual class meetings for the semester, they might
consider the following planning questions: What are my goals for this course, for
each specific class meeting? What do my students already know about this topic,
concept, or idea? What evidence do I have that they know a particular topic,
concept, or idea?

Monitoring
Throughout the semester and as faculty are observing how their students are
interacting with the information and ideas in the course, we might consider
Agile Teaching & Learning: Approaches and Applications: Proceedings of the 2021 Pedagogion / 3

the following monitoring questions: What type of reactions did I observe in
my class when I introduced this concept? How did those reactions change as
students engaged more with the concept? What, specifically, helped change their
perceptions of the topic, concept, or idea?

Evaluating/Reflecting
When we are reflecting on how well a concept, idea, or theory was presented
in class or the overall “success” of the course, we can consider the following
evaluation/reflection questions: How did the class session go? What would I do
the same and what would I do differently the next time I introduce this topic,
concept, or idea? Do I have student feedback that I might use to make changes to
my approach? Further, and potentially deeper, reflective questions might include
asking: Why do I teach something in a particular way? How is that approach
influenced by my values and/or aspects of identity? Am I privileging specific
student identities over others?
Reflecting on these questions and gathering evidence (including through the
various metacognitive activities described in this piece) that helps support or
challenge personal assumptions about how aspects of the course content and
instructional choices are received is essential to becoming more metacognitive
in one’s own teaching practice. Maintaining a teaching journal is a good way to
capture these reflections throughout the semester. Actively reflecting on our
teaching helps faculty hone their own metacognition and allows them to model to
their students how they can integrate this into their own daily practice. Following
are several strategies that faculty can use to model metacognitive behaviors:
• Be transparent with challenges they have experienced learning about a
particular concept or idea
• Share examples of different approaches to learning (e.g., drawings, concept
maps, guided notes, models, etc.)
• Admit their own limitations or gaps in knowledge (“own it”)
• Reveal aspects of their own thinking and learning process
• Make “in-the-moment” and intentional adjustments based on situational
awareness (Scharff, 2015)
• Talk about the ways in which they apply the self-regulated learning cycle
intentionally in their teaching practice
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Using Metacognition to Make Iterative Changes
As faculty become metacognitive in their teaching practice—cultivating both
awareness and willingness to adapt—a final step is to consider how these
learnings can be used to make iterative changes in one’s teaching practice. The
following questions are aimed at helping faculty consider what that change
process might look like and the ways in which it might be approached:
• How might you develop your own metacognitive awareness? Is there a
strategy in this piece you might use?
• How can you use that awareness to engage in iterative changes in your own
teaching practice (self-regulation)?
• When have you tried something like this and have not had success or have
encountered a challenge or challenges? How can you seek support to work
through those challenges? Where would you go for support?
• What sorts of metacognitive habits or behaviors might you be able to
transfer to other settings, courses, etc.?
• How might you make your own metacognitive practices transparent to
model these behaviors for your students?

Conclusion
Taking a metacognitive approach to teaching can benefit both students and
faculty. Through the intentional use of activities and assignments that are
aimed and producing metacognition, and by modeling metacognitive behaviors,
faculty can empower students to become self-directed learners. Furthermore,
examining one’s teaching practice through a metacognitive lens—by increasing
personal awareness through active reflection, gathering timely feedback, and
using this information to make iterative changes (including some in-the moment
adjustments)—faculty can become metacognitive teachers.
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